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What is Open Space Technology?

Open Space Technology is sometimes described as

To

one

long

coffee break."

the observer, Open Space Technology (OST) is simply a meeting technique that

encourages people to enter into meaningful discussions about something for which
they have a passion and are willing to take responsibility to achieve end results.

To the initiated, OST recognises and encourages the human spirit its need to interact
and dance with others...with no expectation or judgment o
f the outcomes.

OST is a powerful tool that we use to open time and space, realising our spirit to
rediscover the essence o
f our lives... and grasp the concept o
f change and its
wondrous opportunities.
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OST - The Extension Tool
Open Space Technology is an extension tool that is little known in Western Australia.

It is mainly used in a workshop or conference setting and is in essence about 'creating
a space' around a particular theme, and allowing the people who are the most
passionate to move into that space.

They take the responsibility of raising the issues

around the theme, developing ways to tackle these issues and then create plans to
move forward.

This may sound a bit fuzzy, and for workshop/conference organisers, very risky, but
when OST is chosen for the right reasons and applied in the correct way,

it

can

provide a powerful experience for participants and achieve some amazing results.

OST cannot be used in all situations but

it

has been used with success at conferences

ofup to 800 participants and at workshops for small teams of 10 or so.

The common ingredient for success is a central theme that people wanted to talk about
and feel some passion/responsibility for.

There needs to be some fairly fonnal processes and logistics put in place for an OST
event to work well.

Although participants simply arrive and see no agenda and no

plans there has already been some serious thought about the purpose of using OST
and identifying the theme/issue that will really get those who attend passionate.
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Stories of OST
Organic Recycling Industry
An Australian example I know of. was a conference on the organic recycling industry.
Not something the general public is passionate about, but those that went to the

conference attended because it was their industry and they had the drive to tackle the
Issues.

APEN International Conference
I attended an OST event at the APEN International Conference in Toowoomba,
October 200 I .

The process probably did not achieve as much as it could have, the

Action Planning was rather flat, but

it

was certainly an energetic, eventful and

knowledgable way to network and meet people.

Which is what most people go to

these conferences to do and is certainly one of the outcomes I wanted personally.

I

think the action planning did not work so well because the theme was very broad, in
my opinion, too broad to develop specific actions.

Some more examples from Harrison Owen's book:

AT&T
AT&T were given a contract to design a major pavilion at the Global Village for the
1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta.

The pavilion was to be on the edge of the village

and they expected 500 visitors a day.

After 1 0 months of planning they came up with

a fantastic design.
The Olympic Committee were so impressed they asked AT&T could they move the
design to the centre of the village.
75,000 visitors per day.
window.

They had

In the centre of the village they were to expect

The design they worked so hard on went straight out the

to come up with

a new

design, quickly.

If they

took

another

10

months the Olympics would be over and done with.
Enter

OST.
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even
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than

next
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before.

on l y achieved because all the
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spot.

better plan

for
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and took

making it happen.

Mainstream Access
Mainstream

Access is a

disabilities.

An

group

organisation

that provides shelter

made of committed

and

support for people with

individuals.

They held an OST event in one of their centres (to save on costs) and invited their
counsellors and other support staff.

The focal theme for the event was "Imp ro ving the

quality of their operation".
Off they went according to the OST plan.

However the clients that were living at the

centre decided it would be OK if they joined in as well.

The results from the event

where surprising and gratifying with the clients making major contributions.
years

Two

after this event, Mainstream Access were serving twice as many clien t s without

an increase in budget because of changes identified at the OST event.
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Boeing

The aircraft door manufacturing part of Boeing was asked by the senior management
to draw up a strategic plan for their section.

They wanted it within 2 months. The

door making division were spread all over the world so how were they going to bring
those involved together to fonnulate this plan?
Boeing solved the problem with simultaneous, multi site OST, connected online
through the Internet.

"Open Space through Cyberspace".

At each site they identified the issues and opportunities fro building better doors,
created discussion groups and identified ways of dealing with problems.

As each

group concluded, they recorded the discussion online, creating instant proceedings
available to everyone involved.

After two days the common issues from the sites

were combined and a composite report was created.

The site s then voted

electronically to collectively prioritise the issues.

The rudiments ofa strategic plan existed.
some fine tuning and tidying up.

It was not all that 'pretty' but only needed

The people who knew most about doors and had the

most at stake had identified, discussed prioritised and documented the major elements
of the new plan.

The plan represented "marching orders to the people who had to

march, created by the marchers themselves".
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The Open Space Process
W h e n do I use OST?

You may need to ask yourself (and others to add rigour) a series of questions to see
OST

is

if

the right process to use.

•

Is OST the right process to use in the situation?

•

Will using OST meet my purpose for the event and deliver the outcomes?

•

How well will OST achieve the infonnation, knowledge and skill outcomes?

•

How well will OST achieve the experiential outcomes?

Open Space Technology is most effective in situations where:
•

There is a real issue or concern

•

There is a diverse group of people

•

Complex and potentially conflicting material

e

There is a need for innovative and productive solutions

•

Nobody knows the answers

•

There is a need for ongoing commitment to deal with the answers

•

There is some urgency

Open Space will not work where:
•

The answer is already known (or think the answer is already known)

•

Someone must always be in control (control, control)

•

The outcomes need to be controlled

Preparing for Open Space

The theme

"For Open Space technology to work, it must focus on a real business issue that is of
passionate concern to those who will be involved"

Deciding on the focal theme is the next important step in preparing for OST.

The theme will also have an affect on the outcomes.

From my experience a very broad theme will generate a great deal of discussion and
infonnation, but if it is not specific enough to drive the passion then the action
planning part will not be as fruitful as

it

could be.

A highly focussed theme will help focus the action planning but may not be broad
enough to engage all those potential contributors.

It will all depend on the level of passion for the theme.
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Some examples of themes:

At the APEN conference the theme was:

"The issues and opportunities for a positive future for regional communities...what
needs to change?"

This theme and the OST process delivered the following:
•

A great deal of information (many, many pages in the proceedings)

•

A huge amount of energy (especially on the first day)

•

A fantastic opportunity to meet and network with people who had similar
interests to you

•

A level of involvement that you were allowed to choose

Where it fell short was the second day in the action planning sessions.
not seem to get carried through.
•

The issues did

I think this was because:

The participants were from all over the place (different states and countries
and different organisations).

Really the only common bond for all those at the

conference was the science of extension.
•

Any action planning was less to do with their immediate work and so the
benefits were not readily tangible.

Other themes:

"What are the future issues and opportunities for this company?"

"The issues and opportunities for an Narrogin Office Extension Award"

How do we prevent crime in regional areas" (used at the Australian Institute of
Criminology Conference in 2001)

"What are the key issues that impact on me? And what arc the solutions?" (used at the
Recycled Organics Conference Series 2001)

Setting the scene

The Givens

It may be necessary to provide some boundaries for the participants will work within,
focusing them on the job at hand.

These arc the givens and can be based on:

•

The time available for the gathering

•

The time available for outcomes to be implemented

•

The budget/funding available

•

The need for the outcomes

•

What is to happen with the information
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Behaviour

Behaviour in Open Space is guided by four principles and one law.

·Whoever comes is the
right people

·Whatever happens is the

The Law of

only thing that could have

Two feet
·Whenever it starts is the
right time

·When its over, its over

Behaviour is generally represented by two insects
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And has the following expectation

The Community Bulletin Board

This is the real start of Open Space.
topics based on the theme.

The participants are invited to raise their own

They write it on a piece of paper, announce their topic to

the group and their name as convenor of that topic.

They then choose a time and a

place for their discussion to take place (as chosen from the space/time matrix).
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The Market Place

All the topics have now been placed on the wall for all to see.

It is now time for

participants to choose the sessions they wish to attend.

Conflicts often occur where a person may like to go to two sessions at the same time.
They need to go to the convenors of those sessions and negotiate some changes.

News Room and Breaking News

At the end of sessions (or the end of the day) someone, usually the convenor takes the
responsibility of writing up the notes taken in the discussion.

This is done in the

newsroom and the printed documents displayed under "Breaking News" for all
participants to sec.
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Voting and Action Planning

In a standard

on

into action

The

most

OST

event, a number

issues are those

The number to be taken

allowed

that are of the highest

priority

are worked

plans.

important

within

outcomes

issues

to action

identified

by the group.

planning is very dependent on the amount

if action

the event (and of course

plans are one of the

of time

intended

of the event).
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Evening News

The group

come back

together to reflect

and

to share any experiences

from

the day.

Closing

The Open

invited to

Space event ends where it began,

make

some

closing comments about

outcomes, the relationships fonned,

This is

usually done

sitting

with

'a talking

in

the circle.

Participants arc

anything they like.

The process, the

anything.

stick'.
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